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‘Not a Bad Frenchman’: Conrad and National Identity


Conrad, like Nabokov, is famous for having written world-class literature in a language other than his mother tongue. However, as we know from a contemporary writer like Ngugi wa Thiong’o, this situation is not without its problematic aspects. In this essay, I want to approach the topic of ‘Conrad and National Identity’ through a consideration of Conrad’s languages and a reading of his late novel The Rover (1923).​[1]​

I. Conrad’s Languages
Conrad’s oldest existing autograph is a few lines of Polish written on the back of a photograph: ‘To my beloved Grandma who helped me send cakes to my poor Daddy in prison – grandson, Pole, Catholic, nobleman – 6 July 1863’.​[2]​ Conrad, when he wrote these lines, was 5 and a half, but his identity – in terms of nationality, religion, and rank - is very clear in his mind, even though Poland, as such, didn’t exist, and he had been born in Berdichev, now in Ukraine – but, at that time, consisting of Ukrainian peasantry and Polish landowners, and a large Jewish community, all legally subjects of the Czar of all the Russias. His father, Apollo Korzeniowski, had been imprisoned for his political activities in October 1861 – as one of the leading ‘Reds’, working against this Russian Czsarist domination of Poland. Apollo Korzeniowski was also a poet, a dramatist and a translator. He had mastered four languages (English, French, German and Russian) and translated into Polish works by Alfred de Vigny, Victor Hugo, Charles Dickens and William Shakespeare. The political activities of Conrad’s father and mother led to the whole family being sent into exile in Vologda, where Conrad’s mother died in 1865 and Conrad’s father died four years later.

France occupied a particular place in his parents’ thoughts. His mother records, in a letter to Apollo of July 1861, that Conrad was dressed in his parents ‘three favourite colours’ – blue, white and red, the colours of the French Revolution.​[3]​ When Peyrol makes his appearance in post-Revolutionary Toulon at the start of Conrad’s late novel The Rover, he too is dressed (presumably for strategic reasons) in the colours of the French revolution: ‘He put on a white shirt, a short blue jacket with metal buttons and a high roll-collar, a pair of white trousers which he fastened with a red bandana handkerchief by way of a belt’ (p.2). French language was also taught early to members of Conrad’s social class. In 1863, Conrad and his mother were granted three months’ leave for medical treatment, and they spent the summer with her family at Nowochastów. Here Conrad seems to have had his first lessons in French. In A Personal Record, he recalls his departure from Nowochastów – attended by his grandmother, his uncle, his cousin, the head gouvernante, the former nurse, and ‘the good, ugly Mlle Durand, the governess’, the only one crying. He recalls how ‘her sobbing voice […] broke the silence with an appeal to me: ‘N’oublie pas ton français, mon cheri’.​[4]​ And he never did. In October 1874, at the age of 16, he left Poland and travelled to Marseilles, where he was based for the next four years, when he joined the British steamer, the Mavis, and made his first sustained contact with English people and the English language. After this, he joined the British Merchant navy, based himself in London, and began to learn English.

Before turning to the question of Conrad’s proficiency in English, Polish and French, I want first to consider his knowledge of two other languages, Russian and German, which he claimed not to know. Poland had been partitioned in the eighteenth century and given over to Russia, Prussia and Austria. Until he gained British nationality in 1886, Conrad was a Russian subject and travelled on a Russian passport. He obviously had some knowledge of Russian, because, in relation to his 1893 return home, his uncle, Tadeusz Bobrowski, advised him: ‘From Brześć telegraph for horses, but in Russian, for Oratów doesn’t receive or accept messages in an “alien” language’.​[5]​ After his parents’ death, when he lived in Cracow with his grandmother, he was living in the Austrian-ruled part of Poland, and presumably acquired some knowledge of German at this stage. The document he supplied to the Standard Life Insurance Company in November 1900 as proof of his age was his father’s passport which was, as he notes in his covering letter, ‘in Russian and German’.​[6]​ In 1914, when Conrad and his family where struggling to get back from Poland, his son Borys records his surprise at hearing his father apparently speaking fluent German at a border.​[7]​

What I want to focus on is Conrad’s presentation of himself in his principal languages – English, Polish and French. In 1893 John Galsworthy was a passenger on board the Torrens, where Conrad was first mate. Galsworthy recalled this first encounter with Conrad in his memoirs. He remembers, in particular, how Conrad spoke to him ‘with a strong foreign accent’.​[8]​ H.G. Wells, who knew Conrad well between 1895 and 1908, parodied Conrad in the figure of the captain of the Maud Mary in his 1909 novel Tono-Bungay. The captain is described as ‘a Roumanian Jew, with twitching excitable features’, who is now ‘a naturalised Englishman’: ‘He had learnt the sea in the Roumanian navy, and English out of a book; he would still at times pronounce the e’s at the end of ‘there’ and ‘here’.​[9]​ In addition, he had ‘all those violent adjuncts to speech we Western Europeans have abandoned, shruggings of the shoulder, waving of the arms, thrusting out of the face, wonderful grimaces and twiddlings of the hands’ (p.272). Like Galsworthy, Wells emphasises Conrad’s heavily-accented English, but he also adds this vivid impression of Conrad’s disconcertingly unEnglish body language. To support my reading of this fictional character as a representation of Conrad’s speech habits and physical mannerisms, I want to quote from Wells’s later memoir, An Experiment in Autobiography. Here Wells recalls that Conrad ‘spoke English strangely’.​[10]​ He goes on: ‘he would supplement his vocabulary – especially if he were discussing cultural or political matters – with French words’ (p.616). In addition, he recalls, Conrad ‘had learnt to read English long before he spoke it and he had formed wrong sound impressions of many familiar words; he had for example acquired an incurable tendency to pronounce the last e in these and those’ (p.616). Finally, to add to the picture, Wells notes that Conrad accompanied his speech with gestures and that ‘the gestures of his hands and arms were from the shoulders and very Oriental indeed’ (p.616).
 
Conrad described himself as a ‘Polish nobleman [slzachtic] cased in British tar’.​[11]​ He left Poland in October 1874, and he made his first return visit in 1890, when he stayed for ten weeks. (He couldn’t have returned safely before 1886 - that is, until he was naturalised as a British subject.) He returned again in August 1893 to visit his uncle, and stayed until the end of September. His third return visit was twenty years later in July 1914. One question that follows from this history is how good his Polish was by 1914 after this long period of absence. In A Personal Record, Conrad noted the surprise of the servants, during his 1890 visit, that he had not forgotten Polish after an absence of sixteen years. Jan Perłowski, later a Polish diplomat, who was also a legal ward of Conrad’s uncle Tadeusz Bobrowski and met him on this visit, noted that Conrad ‘spoke with a hint of a foreign accent’.​[12]​ Perłowski was critical of what he took to be Conrad’s cold manner: ‘He answered all questions with a strained politeness, he spoke with concentration and listened carefully but one could not fail to notice his extreme boredom’ (p.141). This is a very different impression from that conveyed by Wells of a nervy and excitable speaker of English. Perłowski was also critical of Conrad’s body language. He recorded: ‘he approached me, both hands deep in his pockets in the English way, exclaiming with that characteristic merry tone of voice used by the English … “A breezy day! Very fine! Isn’t it?”’ (p.142). This picture recalls Marlow’s first impression of ‘Lord Jim’ as ‘an upstanding broad-shouldered youth, with his hands in his pockets’.​[13]​ If Conrad’s body language had an unEnglish ‘Eastern’ quality for Wells, for Perłowski it clearly had an objectionably unPolish aspect. Thus Conrad seems to be seen as alien in both locations: as Polish in England and as English (or at least Anglicised) in Poland. Underlying Perłowski’s observations, however, is an implicit criticism of Conrad for being insufficiently patriotic.

I want to turn now to Conrad and French. Najder notes that, while Conrad spoke ‘with a marked foreign accent’ in English, ‘equally unanimous is the opinion that his spoken French was very good’ (p.257). Some years go I spoke with the writer Eduardo Roditti. Roditti was of Italian-American parentage, but grew up (and spent his life) in France. He was, however, educated in England at the Elstree school run by Conrad’s friend Ted Sanderson. He told me how he had been returning one day from a music lesson when he was stopped by Sanderson and told there was someone Sanderson wanted him to meet. This was Joseph Conrad, and the two conversed together in French. Roditti told me that Conrad’s French had a very slight accent – possibly suggesting the south of France. Najder observes that Conrad ‘liked to write whole letters in French’ or, as we saw with his correspondence with Cunninghame Graham, ‘throw in French expressions, sentences, and longer fragments’ (p. 257). Perhaps surprisingly, this also happened in his Polish correspondence: Najder notes that ‘he would switch over to French when writing to the Zagórskis, and all his letters to Janina de Brunnow and Zygmunt Szembeck are in French’ (p.257). Najder also notes that Conrad used French for the inscriptions of his books that he presented to Henry James and that he conversed with James in French. (James, of course, had been educated in Paris.)

René Rapin, who studied Conrad’s writings in French (or, at least, those available to him at the time of his research), suggested that Conrad was ‘worried that his French was that of a foreigner’.​[14]​ Rapin’s study of Conrad’s writings led him to the conclusion that ‘Conrad makes frequent and at times quite serious mistakes in French’, but he qualifies this by observing that ‘a great number of his faults’ are ‘such as many French people would indeed commit and do commit when writing offhand, suffering from bad health, living outside France’. What struck him, beyond these faults,  however, was ‘the natural ease, often even extraordinary aptitude, for expressing himself in a language which was neither his mother tongue nor the language in which he thought, wrote, and lived during his forty-six years as a seaman and later as an English writer’. 

In this context, I want to consider in more detail Conrad’s correspondence with Robert Cunninghame Graham. In Conrad’s letters to Cunninghame Graham, we see precisely the use of French for political and cultural matters that Wells mentions. This is most obvious in his famous letter of 8 February 1899, which includes a political testament written entirely in French: ‘L’homme est un animal méchant. Sa méchanceteé doit être organiseé’ (II, p.159). Najder suggest that ‘Almost all philosophical remarks in Conrad’s letters are formulated in French’, and this leads him to the deduction that Conrad ‘read philosophical books mostly in French’ (p.258).​[15]​ But Conrad uses French throughout this correspondence for all kinds of purposes. In his very first letter to Cunninghame Graham (5 August 1897), Conrad drops into French towards the end: ‘You did not expect such a ‘tuile sur la tête’ as this in answer to your letter’ (I, p.370).​[16]​ In his second letter (9 August 1897), he describes his wife as ‘a good girl’, and then adds ‘et pas de tout gênante’ (‘not at all in the way’) (I, p.371).  He refers to Kipling’s ‘ebauches’ (‘rough drafts’) and ‘the half-dozen men lost in that “bagarre”’ (‘tussle’) (I, 371). By the third letter (6 December 1897), he is dropping in whole clauses and (short) sentences: ‘par-ce-que c’est Vous’ and ‘Croyez-Vous que’on se retrouve – la bàs?’ (ie in Hell) (I,  p.418). He refers self-deprecatingly to his new novella, The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’: ‘C’est vécu – et c’est bête’ (‘It comes from experience – and it’s stupid’) (I, p.418). The next letter (7 January 1898) ends with a critical appraisal of a work by Cunninghame Graham, which is entirely in French: ‘Et c’est très fin - très fin. C’est finement vu et c’est exprimé avec finesse – presque a mots couverts, avec de l’esprit dans chaque phrase’ (II, p.5).​[17]​ He apologises for ‘this polyglot epistle’, but it is clear that he feels more confident of his ability to be subtle in French than in English. Later in this correspondence, in a letter like that of 15 June 1898, more than half is written in French, while other letters shift restlessly between languages. Thus, Conrad’s letter of 30th July 1898, addresses Cunninghame Graham as ‘Très cher ami’, and then begins: ‘This morning I had the Aurora from Smithers’ before adding the comment: ‘C’est, tout simplement, magnifique yet I do not exactly perceive what on earth they have been making a fuss about’ (II, p.80). He praises Cunninghame Graham’s Aurora la Cujiňi as ‘the most finished piece of work you’ve ever done’, and then adds, more precisely, ‘Il y a une note, une resonance là dedans, vibrant de ligne en ligne’ (II, p.80). Later, after referring to a letter he has received from his publisher, Fisher Unwin, he comments: ‘Quel toupet! [What cheek!] As long as such a man exists I will not admit equality, fraternity – as to liberty vous et moi nous savons bien a quoi nous en tenir’ (II, p.81). This macaronic quality, in fact, is typical of their correspondence, and it is not just English and French that are used. A letter of 27 August 1898 ends with Conrad expressing his deep distress: ‘I think and think – et la terre tourne. How long, O Lord! How Long?’ (II, p.89). After this histrionic expression of despair, he turns to the difficulties he is having with his writing of The Rescue:

I am making desperate efforts to write something. Why the devil did I ever begin. Que tonteria! 
I am writing coglionerie, while I don’t know how the Teufel I am going to live next month…. Assez.





In the second part of this essay I want to consider a work by Conrad which engages with some of the issues that I have suggested above, and that is the late novel The Rover. Conrad wrote to John Galsworthy that he had ‘wanted for a long time to do a seaman’s “return” (before my own departure) and this seemed a possible peg to hang it on’ (VIII, p.318).  As this suggests, Conrad projects his own feelings about living as an exile (and his exile’s fantasy of homecoming) into the story of Jean Peyrol’s return to his birthplace after a lifetime’s absence. 

In late January 1921 Conrad went with his wife, Jessie, for three months to Corsica. On the way there, he stayed three days in Marseilles, revisiting the scenes of his youth, which he had already revisited imaginatively in his novel The Arrow of Gold (1919).On the way back, he spent a night in Toulon and was taken by Mme Alvar to the Giens Peninsula. At the end of March 1921, he wrote to his agent Pinker claiming to have ‘picked up some good stuff’ for the Napoleonic novel he was working on (VII, p.268). In October, he began work on a short story, which became the novel The Rover. This was finished in June 1922.

The Rover is set on a peninsula on the Mediterranean coast of France. It begins in 1796 with the return of the 58-year-old Peyrol to France after a lifetime ‘under the sun of the Indian Seas’ (p.1). After arriving at Toulon with a prize vessel, he very quickly takes himself off to the Hyères peninsula, where he was a child. The opening chapters explore some of the paradoxes of this homecoming, after a lifetime’s absence, as ‘a stranger to his native country’ (p.2). On the one hand, he realises that ‘Nobody could know what his forty years or more of sea-life had been, unless he told them himself’ (p.5). The life he has lived abroad is unknown and unknowable to the inhabitants of his native country. On the other hand, he repeatedly finds that he is comparing himself with men of his age whom he encounters. Thus, after asking directions from a slow-speaking farmhand, he finds himself reflecting: ‘If I had stayed in this country, […] I would be talking like this fellow’ (p.10). Later, after another encounter, he thought that ‘if he had stayed at home he would have probably looked like that man’ (p.16). Like other exiles or émigrés, he is haunted by the idea of who he might have been if he had stayed at home rather than living abroad.

Though the places he passes through are ‘well-known to him from his boyhood’s days’, he has a sense of ‘strange familiarity’ (p.6). They are familiar from childhood, but unseen for forty years or more. As he proceeds, he comes to feel that ‘his native country was more foreign to him than the shores of the Mozambique Channel, the coral strands of India, the forests of Madagascar’ (p.15). Despite the familiar topography and landscape, he was ‘more of a stranger’ in his native land ‘than anywhere else in the world’ (p.35). Thus, when he investigates a tartane in Madrague, he finds himself ‘a wonder to the natives, as had happened to him before on more than one island in distant seas’ (p.84). It is not just that he feels estranged from his native place, but the natives regard him as a stranger. Some of this sense of estrangement is to do with the French Revolution, which has occurred during his absence. Thus he listens ‘to the story of the Revolution, as if to the tale of an intelligent islander on the other side of the world talking of bloody rites and amazing hopes’ (p.94), but, at the same time, he is conscious ‘that he belonged there, to this land’ and had escaped all those things by a mere hair’s breadth’ (p.96). 

In Chapter 4, the narrative jumps seven years to 1804. Peyrol has settled into the household at Escampobar farm, and an English corvette is hovering off the coast – ‘the eyes of Lord Nelson’s fleet’ (p.58). Peyrol, in turn, is keeping the corvette under close observation. He tells Lieutenant Réal that, after this period of close observation, he feels he knows the English captain ‘as if her were my own brother’ (p.118). In addition, Peyrol has caught one of the English sailors who had come ashore from the corvette, and recognised in him one of his former ‘Brothers of the Coast’. Peyrol reflects that ‘Amongst the members of the Brotherhood, it was the Englishmen whom he preferred’ (p.133). Indeed, ‘He had also found amongst them that particular and loyal appreciation, which a Frenchman of character and ability will receive from Englishmen sooner than from any other nation’ (p.133). Thus, although the political situation of the novel presents the French and the English as enemies, there is little sense of hostility between them. At the same time, the ‘Brothers of the Coast’ presents the potential for a bond which transcends nation, which is evidenced in Peyrol’s appreciation of the seamanship of the English captain and his attachment to the Englishman Symons, his former shipmate. 

Jocelyn Baines long ago drew attention to the figure of Peyrol as a ‘man of action’, and a man of courage, who has very deliberately retired from sea-life, but then responds readily to ‘an unexpected call of patriotism and self-sacrifice’.​[18]​ As Zdzisław Najder has pointed out, in the name ‘Conrad’, which Conrad’s parents gave their son, Apollo and Ewa Korzeniowski, placed a burden of patriotic duty on him, and it is clear from his memoir, A Personal Record, that Conrad was very conscious that his lifetime spent abroad could be seen as a betrayal of that duty.​[19]​ In the figure of Peyrol, Conrad’s negotiates this problematic aspect of ‘homecoming’. Peyrol, whose adult life has taken place in the lawless world of the ‘Brothers of the Sea’, sacrifices himself in an attempt to further the French cause and finally earns the praise of Lieutenant Réal as ‘not a bad Frenchman’ (p.286). It is tempting to see this as a projection of Conrad’s wished-for judgement from his Polish compatriots.

Whether or not this is the case, the end of the novel involves a complicated negotiation between England and France. Thus Peyrol’s plan is built on his appreciation of the good seamanship of Captain Vincent: he leaves signs, in his manoeuvring of his tartane, which he knows he can rely upon the English captain to interpret in particular ways. As he tells his companion Michel, he knows how the captain will respond ‘because he is a first-rate seaman’ (p.266). At the same time, the Captain, for his part, is explicitly appreciative of Peyrol’s ‘skilful seamanship’ in his handling of the tartane (p.261). Their mutual appreciation overrides the context of national hostilities. Indeed, this appreciation goes beyond his respect for the individual Peyrol. Thus, the captain tells his lieutenant that ‘It is very difficult to outmanoeuvre a Frenchman’ (p.265), and the Amelia, which he commands, as we are reminded, performs so well because it is ‘French-built’, and, as he tells Admiral Nelson, ‘They are great ship-builders’ (p.275). Although this naval narrative will end with the defeat of the French at Trafalgar, Conrad chooses an episode in which the French outwit the English, and he gives the leading role to a British ship which was built in France. Conrad, I think, is very careful here to give due respect to two countries to which he feels indebted and, at the same time, to promote a notion of brotherhood which transcends nations.
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